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Under pressure from the Catholic Church, business, and civic leaders to do something about the
burgeoning crime rate in Honduras, President Carlos Roberto Reina's administration ordered the
Armed Forces (FFAA) to help the police patrol the streets of Tegucigalpa, San Pedro Sula, and
other cities. The crime wave has generated interest in the suspension of constitutional guarantees,
longer prison terms for offenders, and even calls for the death penalty. But it has also helped
focus attention on the inadequacy of the police (Fuerzas de Seguridad Publica, FUSEP), which is
controlled by the military, and possible links between police and organized criminal bands.
On April 8, the National Assembly passed a resolution calling on the Armed Forces to deploy troops
in various cities to augment FUSEP. Some 200 troops, including 75 officers specially trained by
Israeli and Spanish advisors in hostage rescue and anti-kidnapping tactics, were immediately sent
to San Pedro Sula. Within two weeks, FUSEP had deployed a total of 4,500 soldiers throughout the
country, including 1,000 in San Pedro Sula.
Crime has become a major political issue, as well as a worrisome public concern, throughout Central
America. In Honduras, the sharpest rise in crime appears to have occurred in San Pedro Sula,
Honduras's major industrial city north of the capital. Over the past 10 months, the city has suffered
10 kidnappings of prominent individuals or their relatives, and 500 assaults on residences, banks,
and maquila factories. Press reports routinely describe bank robberies by gangs of men armed with
military assault weapons.

Businesses call for suspension of constitutional guarantees
The get-tough policy coincided with the kidnapping and killing in late April in San Pedro Sula of
the son of businessman Ricardo Maduro, former president of the Central Bank. This was the fifth
in a string of recent high-profile kidnappings, and it moved the business community to action.
Juan Bendeck, president of the Consejo Hondureno de la Empresa Privada (COHEP), warned that
attacks on the business community would lead to massive capital flight. Business, church, and local
political leaders in San Pedro Sula sent an open letter to President Reina requesting the temporary
suspension of constitutional guarantees to assist police in fighting crime.
Furthermore, they warned, "if the government continues to distance itself from this matter, the
result will be vigilante justice and generalized anarchy." Bendeck said that if there is "one more
kidnapping," businesses in the city will shut down for a one-day protest strike.
The Reina administration took a more restrained view of the situation, arguing that the crime
wave was "controllable." Minister of Commerce, Industry, and Tourism Fernando Garcia said a
suspension of guarantees was "not prudent" and might drive capital away just as easily as the crime
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wave itself. Reina rejected the call for a state of emergency on the grounds that the situation had
not reached a crisis stage justifying the suspension of civil guarantees. Nevertheless, his alternative
approach was to call on the National Defense and Security Council to come up with a "nationalsecurity strategy" to deal with the crime wave. He appointed a special committee of the council
to analyze the crime wave, especially in San Pedro Sula, and make recommendations on how to
combat it.

Security Council recommends gun control, harsher sentencing
On April 30, Reina announced the recommendations from the National Defense and Security
Council. They include the deployment of the joint military-police task force in crime fighting for an
indefinite period, a general disarming of the population said to have a million guns in its possession
and the right of police to demand identity papers of civilians. Local authorities will be asked to set
closing hours for bars, nightclubs, and other places that sell liquor and to control the use of vehicles
with dark-tinted windows and communications devices. To fight the traffic in drugs, the report
recommend that the government negotiate with the US for the conversion of the US air base at
Palmerola to a multinational anti-narcotics center similar to the plan being negotiated between
Panama and the US (see NotiCen, 03/20/97).
The president also announced that 2,000 new police officers would be hired. In addition, the
report recommended tougher sentences for major crimes like murder, kidnapping, and robbery.
Within two days, the Assembly unanimously passed a bill raising the constitutional limit on
prison sentences from a maximum of 30 years to a new maximum of "perpetual confinement" for
crimes "whose impact causes a disturbance, rejection, indignation, and repugnance in the national
community." The sentencing reform will not go into effect until after the 1998 Assembly ratifies it by
a two-thirds vote and spells out the details in law.

Critics link crime to separation of military and police forces
Meanwhile, the thorny issue of separating the police from the control of the Armed Forces has
yet to be completely resolved. The transfer was approved last December, but the Assembly is still
wrangling over the specific legislation needed to implement the change (see NotiCen, 04/10/97).
Some deputies suggest that if the political parties cannot agree on the details of the new police
system, the matter will have to be left to the next administration.
In the meantime, the police remain under the authority of the military, which continues to
administer the police budget, recently augmented by US$3.1 million. While many people were
demanding an increased role for the military, human rights groups said they feared a general
remilitarizing of the country. They also accused the military and police forces of direct participation
in criminal gangs, some of which are called Comandos Operativos Especiales (COES) and are said to
be partly made up of former soldiers.
In the same vein, Bishop Luis Santos of Santa Rosa de Copan called for the "purification" of the
military and police. According to Santos, the FFAA is linked to crime in a political way. He and
others reason that, having suffered a decline in power under the slow process of demilitarization,
the FFAA has deliberately allowed public security to deteriorate to show how indispensable the
military is. Ramon Custodio, president of the Comite para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos
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en Honduras (CODEH), went even further. He argued that the crime wave was part of a plan to
prevent the transfer of the police to civilian hands. "Someone wants to show us that we need to
live under a government of force," he said. Custodio said the blame for the crime wave lies with
the civilian authorities who are "incapable of reigning in the military." He criticized the president's
refusal to declare a state of emergency and accused the Assembly of surrendering to military
"blackmail" when it approved the US$3.1 million budget increase for FUSEP without transferring
the police to civilian control. In response, FFAA spokesman Lt. Col. Mario Villanueva said, "The
Armed Forces benefit the least from what is happening." He challenged critics to present evidence
in court of any link between the military and organized crime. [Sources: Central America Update,
04/05/97-04/11/97; Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 04/17/97; Notimex, 04/26/97; El Tiempo
(Honduras), 04/10/97, 04/22/97, 04/28/97, 04/29/97, 04/30/97, 05/01/97; Reuter, 04/08/97, 04/22/97,
04/24/97, 04/25/97, 04/27/97, 04/28/97, 04/29/97, 05/01/97]
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